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[The following article by Pacific News Service editor Mary Jo McConahay was distributed by PNS
on Jan. 4-10, 1988. McConahay has been based in Central America for PNS since 1984 where she
also writes for the San Francisco Examiner and the Dallas Times Herald. The LADB has received
authorization from PNS for reproduction of this article.] SAN SALVADOR Inside the fortresslike
US diplomatic compound here, Ambassador Edwin Corr, a native of Oklahoma, is said to view the
challenges he faces this year as a kind of high-stakes cattle drive. The goal is to steer El Salvador
toward the presidential elections scheduled for March 1989, while watching for dangers that lurk
like wolves on the plain. "He calls it `getting the cows to Cheyenne,'" said a well-placed source.
Among the perils: *A Central American peace plan, once the source of so much hope here, that now
apperas to have foundered, raising fears of even more bloodshed. *The steadily eroding power of
President Jose Napoleon Duarte, an essential linchpin of US strategy. *A desperately poor economy
buffeted by forces outside its control. *The return of the death squads. Underlying it all is a growing
sense of despair among ordinary Salvadorans. According to a survey conducted by researchers
at the Central American University here, 76% of those polled said no existing political party
represented their interests. The most immediate threat is the elections scheduled for this March, to
select members of the Legislative Assembly and local mayors. Duarte's Christian Democratic party
is widely expected to lose its three-seat majority in the 60-seat Assembly. Analysts say that given
the strong opposition to Duarte from the political right which is expected to gain seats the Assembly
will become a fractious arena in which Duarte's economic reform programs may meet a dead end.
Duarte's loss of the legislative branch will certainly reduce his ability to lead the country politically
between now and the 1989 presidential elections. And as the power of his civilian government
wanes, observers say, the military, traditionally aligned with wealthy property owners, may play a
larger role. In 1984, US support helped elect Duarte and halt the political momentum of the radical
right. Since then, corruption, party infighting, and government ineffectiveness in dealing with the
civil war and the economy has soured some former supporters. Significantly, the disaffected include
poor and lower-middle-class urban residents who form much of the ruling party's base. "I voted
for Duarte last time, but he let his friends steal the money that was supposed to come to us, so this
time I'm voting for ARENA (the right-wing National Republic Alliance)," said a 42-year-old mango
seller and mother of three in the northern Mejicanos section of the capital, which was hard-hit by a
killer earthquake in October 1986. The mango-seller, who asked that her name not be used because
"the fish (the symbol for the Christian Democrats) are everywhere," reflected a popular belief
that international earthquake relief funds were mismanaged by local administrators in the party.
Duarte's party is also under attack from the left. The 50,000-member Confederation of Salvadoran
Workers (CTS), which includes government employees' and peasants' unions, was one of several
labor organizations that signed a "social pact" with Duarte to support the Christian Democrats
in the 1984 elections. In return Duarte pledged to improve the economy and stop the war. Now,
leaders bitterly complain that Duarte reneged on his half of the bargain. The leftist challenge was
heightened when rebel political leaders briefly returned from exile in December. Ruben Zamora and
Guillermo Ungo worked cheering crowds like any other politicians on the stump. They appeared
on TV talk shows and huddled with labor leaders. Their small parties and the Salvadoran Socialist
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Democratic Party have formed an alliance called the Democratic Convergence, which is considering
running candidates for some Assembly seats. However, hopes that Ungo and Zamora would stay to
play a more permanent, perhaps stabilizing, role in El Salvador's political life were dashed by the
recent rash of death- squad killings, which were widely interpreted as a warning against them. The
euphoria generated by the signing of the Central American peace accord last August also dissipated
when guerrillas broke off talks in the wake of the death-squad- style killing of prominent human
rights activist Herbert Anaya. For the first time in the eight-year-old war, there was not even a
pretense of a holiday season cease-fire. Most independent analysts agree the military situation has
become a stalemate. US military sources say that in about seven years leftist guerrilla armies will
be reduced to marauding bands incapable of major actions. But the rebels vow to step up economic
sabotage in 1988 and say the economic crisis and repression is causing popular dissatisfaction that
favors them. "The situation will be worse than before the...peace plan, because hope has been
lost for a negotiated, political solution," lamented Antonio Canas, a political analyst at Central
American University. "What's left? Stronger, fiercer combat." There are other factors that neither
side can influence. World prices for coffee, the country's most important export, have plummeted,
and drought has cut the cotton crop in half. It has also meant the loss of some 80% of the harvest
of beans, a Salvadoran staple. Church and human rights groups, meanwhile, say 24 civilians were
killed by death squads in 1987, each assassination carefully planned for maximum effect to frighten
others away from political and labor activism. Roman Catholic Archbishop Arturo Rivera y Damas
used his first Sunday homily of the new year to call for an end to the death squads.
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